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How philanthropy can help stop the
invisibilization of Indigenous migrants

in the U.S.

By Odilia Romero and Xiomara Corpefio

Indigenous migrants have been neglected and made invisible by prevailing attitudes and
practices in the U.S., including philanthropy. Grantmakers can do something about it.

The deaths of 5 Indigenous children
since December 2018 while in Border
Patrol custody were not an accident,
nor were they merely a consequence of
the Trump administration’s ruthless at-
tacks against migrants of color. They are
a current manifestation of the systemic
erasure of Native people in the U.S.
that began during the country’s found-
ing and continues to today.

The culture of philanthropy has ad-
opted the practice of invisibilization of
Indigenous communities. Funders of-
ten overlook community models that
do not adhere to western governance
structures or strategies. The problem
only deepens when it comes to resourc-
ing Indigenous migrant organizations.

As the death of these children weigh
heavy on all of our humanity, now is the

time for grantmakers to begin challeng-
ing the dominant ideas regarding the
identities of Indigenous migrants, their
existing customary laws, their world-
view as well as their cultural and lin-
guistic needs.

ONGOING INVISIBILIZATION OF
INDIGENOUS PEOPLE IN THE U.S.
The U.S. was founded on the systemat-
ic genocide of Native people. The origi-
nal text of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence dehumanized them as “merciless
Indian Savages” and the citizenship of
Native Americans was recognized less
than 100 years ago.

Invisibilization stealthily never ac-
knowledges the existence of Native
people in real-time. Calling this a “na-
tion of immigrants” upholds the “pull

Indigenous women strawberry pickers. Photo by Antonio Nava.
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A Zapotec dancer in downtown Los Angeles. Photo by Antonio Nava.

ourselves up by our bootstraps” Ameri-
can exceptionalism and ignores the
atrocious treatment that Native people
have and continue to endure.

U.S. government officials simply do
not acknowledge the existence of Indig-
enous migrants — all migrants from Latin
America are classified as “Hispanic.”
There are very few academic studies on
Indigenous people who migrate north to
the U.S. because they technically don't
exist according to government statistics.

The Indigenous Farmworker Study is
one of the few comprehensive studies
that focuses solely on Indigenous people
born in Mexico who work in California —
the highest-ranking agricultural produc-
er in the country. The study found that
many migrants come from the Oaxaca,
Guerrerro and Chiapas regions. Accord-
ing to the report, at least 30% of farm-
workers are Indigenous, making them a
significant population in the production
of our nation’s food source.

Mexican migrants in California
speak at least 30 Indigenous languages;
many Indigenous migrants within Cali-
fornia speak neither English nor Spanish.
Parents cannot communicate with their
children’s schools. Medical visits can be
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frustrating for both patients and provid-
ers. Interactions with police officers can
land a person in jail or deported. Lack
of access to interpretative services can
result in life or death situations.

Indigenous migrants do not come
to the U.S. simply to escape poverty or
chase the American dream as many be-
lieve. Families and individuals are forced
off their lands' as a result of neoliberal
policies and the U.S. war on drugs with
the “primary victims [being] poor, mi-
grant, Indigenous and peasant farmers.”
Multinational corporations buy out or
steal land from Indigenous communities
with the support of government officials.
Mining companies, industrial farms
and other manufacturers regularly use
violence to assert their dominance, with
murder or torture being commonplace.
Pollution from these industries produce
catastrophic environmental effects, forc-
ing immediate as well as surrounding
communities to flee.

Currently, immigration courts across
the country have seen a steady rise in
speakers of Indigenous Guatemalan
languages in the last 5 years, according
to the Justice Department’s Executive
Office for Immigration Review, which

oversees the courts. And they are only
the most recent additions to the list,
which for several years has routinely
included Zapotec, Mixtec, Ixil and
Popti, languages from southern Mexico
and Central America. According to The
New York Times,*> U.S. Immigration and
Customs Enforcement officials encoun-
ter the following languages: K'iche’,
Achi, Ixil, Awakatek, Jakaltek and Qa-
njobal. There are no comprehensive
Indigenous language interpretation
providers in the U.S. Lawyers and com-
munity organizations rely upon un-
trained community members, includ-
ing children, to interpret sensitive and
complex information.

Indigenous people are often reluc-
tant to disclose that they don’t speak
Spanish for fear of being disrespected
and denigrated. Even when it becomes
obvious that the person is Indigenous,
non-Indigenous lawyers, community
advocates and interpreters assume that
the client has enough Spanish “to get
by,” jeopardizing the person’s rights.

For those living in the U.S., hospi-
tals, government institutions and social
service agencies use 3rd-party lan-
guage service providers who do not
understand the diversity of Indigenous
languages and dialects, which vary
from community to community; the
language group from 1 town may sound
completely different than the language
group in another. These for-profit agen-
cies have little to no oversight, and they
are contracted by immigration courts
to provide interpretation of a language
they do not speak nor understand.

ACKNOWLEDGING THE

IMPLICIT RACISM IN MOST LATINX
COMMUNITIES

There is a strong, vibrant pro-migrant
movement in the U.S., led mostly by
Latinx migrants from largely Mexican
and Central American countries. But in
these regions, there is a distinct approach
to the invisibilization of Indigenous peo-
ple: promoting the myth of mestisaje, the
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“mixed race” ideology that the people of
Latin America assimilated to a mostly Eu-
ropean/Spanish culture.

Many Latinx migrants adopt the mes-
tizo identity at varying degrees and are
unaware of their implicit bias against In-
digenous people from their home coun-
tries. Even those who are running orga-
nizations that serve migrant communities
from Latin America oftentimes perpetuate
the notion that Indigenous people are il-
literate, dumb and unwilling to speak up.
They question the intelligence of Indig-
enous people who don’t speak Spanish.

In other words, challenges faced by
Indigenous migrants are not on the ra-
dar of most Latinx communities due to
internalized racism and systemic era-
sure from their consciousness.

INVISIBILIZATION OF INDIGENOUS
MIGRANTS IN PHILANTHROPY

U.S. foundations have largely ignored
Indigenous communities as  well.
Grantmakers tend to hesitate support-
ing emerging or “fringe” issues. There
is an assumption that the actual Native
population is “insignificant” in terms of
impact outcomes.

Worse still, funders assume that
Indigenous-led organizations are na-
scent without a proven track record of
results, ignoring the cultural protocols
and systems of Indigenous communi-
ties. Funders expect a board of direc-
tors and governance structures, and
those structures do not necessarily re-
flect how Indigenous communities or-
ganize themselves.

In the current crisis we see at the bor-
der, much of the philanthropic funding
goes toward crisis management, and
supports legal frameworks that ultimate-
ly exclude, refuse to serve and evade
poor and disenfranchised migrants. Mi-
grants who do not have the proper inter-
preter during an intake continue to get
overlooked. This problem is reinforced
by immigration, asylum and refugee
laws that were established to barricade
entry of non-whites into the U.S.
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Edgar Villanueva’s breakthrough book,
Decolonizing Wealth,* provides an excel-
lent philanthropic framework that chal-
lenges organizations to reconsider stand-
ing idly by as Indigenous communities are
continually forced off their ancestral lands,
which results in abuse and even death as
they seek refuge in the U.S.

What's happening at the border is
part and parcel of 528 years of coloni-
zation, which continues today. Despite
dominant narratives of the Americas, In-
digenous people are not dead nor have
they disappeared. They survived and
continue to thrive, create and innovate.

Through hometown associations
(HTAs), Indigenous communities have
created centralized and effective col-
lectives to meet the needs of their
people that transcend the concept of
borders. These organizations are com-
plex, with volunteer board members
elected by their respective communi-
ties. HTAs self-finance cultural pro-
grams and cultural events that pass
Indigenous language, gastronomy and
cultural practices to younger genera-

There is an
assumption that
the actual Native

population is

“insignificant”

in terms of impact

outcomes.

tions. These networks are also used to
help individuals and families, referring
community members to job opportuni-
ties and awarding scholarships to un-
documented Indigenous youth.

Nonprofit organizations led by and
for Indigenous migrants have also de-
veloped in recent years, with a vision
of social justice and full integration of
human rights for Indigenous communi-
ties. They advocate for worker and lan-
guage rights despite the lack of finan-
cial resources from the government and
philanthropy.

Imagine what a fully resourced In-
digenous migrant movement in the U.S.
can do for the freedom and liberation
for all Indigenous people in the world.
Imagine what it would look like if they
have full funding for programs and staff.

3 THINGS THAT PHILANTHROPY CAN
DO NOW

Grantmakers can do more right now to
start addressing the invisibilization of
Indigenous migrants such as:

1. Fund Indigenous-led migrant
organizations.

Indigenous communities have complex
and effective collective structures that
are culturally and linguistically relevant,
but there is no funding to run programs.
Often, leaders have a day job and go
unpaid while they do amazing work to
help their communities. Do deep home-
work when you are in the process of
identifying nascent Indigenous-led mi-
grant organizations. There is a tendency
for funders to rely on tried-and-true or-
ganizations such as those that may have
already received grants from national
grantmakers or their leaders have re-
ceived numerous awards.

2. Build the capacity of Indigenous-
led groups.

Organizations need capacity-building
support in order to build infrastructure
and develop more Indigenous leaders.
Additionally, they need technical support
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to integrate into the predominantly West-
ern frameworks in philanthropy while
also promoting and respecting Indige-
nous community needs and views. Fund
core operating support to allow these or-
ganizations the flexibility to continue to
grow and strengthen its infrastructure and
capabilities (e.g. paid staff, underwrite
meeting costs, technology, etc.)

3. Fund interpretation language justice
initiatives for and by Indigenous
people.

Many philanthropic institutions don’t
fund services aside from legal services or
strategies. These strategies leave behind
Indigenous people who do not speak
Spanish, let alone English, simply be-
cause their voices go unheard. Many in-
terpreters often work a separate day job
and provide interpretation services when
they are available. This creates a need to
develop formal networks of Indigenous
language interpreters who are trained to
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interpret complex legal and medical ter-
minologies and to be advocates for their
communities. Value the centrality of lan-
guage as a social justice concern and pro-
vide funding to ensure interpretation and
translation services are accessible. H

Odilia Romero is an Indigenous Zapotec
leader who has organized Indigenous
communities from Oaxaca for over 25
years. She is the 1st woman to be elected
General Binational Coordinator of the
Indigenous Front of Binational Organi-
zations (FIOB). A trilingual interpreter in
Zapotec, Spanish and English, she devel-
oped a training program for Indigenous-
language interpreters and recently found-
ed Comunidades Indigenas en Liderazgo
(CIELO). Lear more at mycielo.org.

Xiomara Corpefio has been a migrant
justice organizer in the U.S. for nearly 20
years. She is currently on a 1-year Migrant
Justice  Fellowship providing capacity

Hope Enterprise Corporation

InterAction

Jobs With Justice Education Foundation

John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation

Joseph H. and Florence A. Roblee Foundation

Justice for Families

Khmer Girls in Action

Latino Union of Chicago

LA Voice

Lloyd A. Fry Foundation

MapLight

Max M. & Marjorie S. Fisher Foundation

Meda

Meyer Foundation

Minnesota Council of Nonprofits

Mountain Association for Community
Economic Development

National Birth Equity Collaborative

National Housing Resource Center

New Orleans Workers’ Center for Racial
Justice

New York Foundation

Pennsylvania Immigration and Citizenship
Coalition

Perrin Family Foundation

Public Welfare Foundation

Richmond Memorial Health Foundation

building to migrant leaders both in Mex-
ico and the U.S. who work with the most
vulnerable migrant populations such as
Indigenous and LGBTQI migrants.
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